In this study, the characteristics of the total electron content (TEC) fluctuations and their regional differences over China were analyzed by utilizing the rate of the TEC index (ROTI) based on GPS data from 21 reference stations across China during a solar cycle. The results show that there were significant regional differences at different latitudes. Strong ionospheric TEC fluctuations were usually observed at lower latitudes in southern China, where the occurrence of TEC fluctuations demonstrated typical nighttime-and season-dependent (equinox months) features. This phenomenon was consistent with the ionospheric scintillation characteristics of this region. Additionally, compared to low-latitude China, the intensity of TEC fluctuations over mid-latitude China was significantly weaker, and the occurrence of TEC fluctuations was not a nighttime-dependent phenomenon. Moreover, the intensity of TEC fluctuations was much stronger during high solar activity than during low solar activity. Furthermore, the summer-dependent characteristics of TEC fluctuations gradually emerged over lower mid-latitude areas as equinox characteristics weakened. Similar to the equinox characteristics, the summer-dependent characteristics gradually weakened or even disappeared with the increasing latitude. Relevant discussions of this phenomenon are still relatively rare, and it requires further study and analysis.
Introduction
As one of the earliest known effects of space weather, ionospheric irregularities have a great impact on the Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) and satellite communication [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] because they can result in rapid random fluctuations or degradation of the signal amplitude, phase and delay. Moreover, ionospheric scintillations can simultaneously accompany the occurrence of cycle slips or the complete loss of lock on GNSS signals. Similarly affected by irregular ionospheric activities, GNSS has become a powerful tool for investigating the total electron content (TEC) and TEC fluctuations associated with irregular ionospheric activities along signal paths [7] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] , which have become essential to the way we live and work [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] .
Two common parameters, the amplitude/phase scintillation index S 4 /σ φ and ROTI, are typically used to quantitatively describe the intensity of ionospheric scintillations or TEC fluctuations. Measurements of both S 4 and σ φ can be derived from GNSS scintillation monitoring receivers sampled at high frequencies, but the number and regional/global distribution of scintillation monitoring receivers are limited due to high costs. This sparsity of scintillation monitoring receivers restricts the extensive use of S 4 /σ φ indices [7, [9] [10] [11] [12] .
Methods and Data Processing
In 1997, Pi et al. [11] proposed the rate of the TEC index (ROTI, in TECU/min) to describe the measurements of ionospheric irregularity and scintillation activity. The rate of TEC (ROT, in TECU/min) is measured by utilizing dual-frequency GPS observation phase data, and computing the relative TEC changes, epoch by epoch, along the signal paths from each individual to the receiver, as shown in Equation (1) . The index ROTI is defined as the standard deviation of ROT over a 5 min time interval, as shown in Equation (2) .
where STEC represents the TEC along the ray path from the satellite to the receiver (in TECU) and ∆t (in seconds) denotes the sampling interval. In this study, dual-frequency GPS data are provided by the Crustal Movement Observation Network of China, and 21 continuously operating GNSS tracking stations are selected to detect TEC fluctuations associated with ionospheric disturbances over China, as shown in Figure 1 . Dual-frequency GPS observations are sampled at 30 s intervals; the cut-off elevation angle is set at 15 • ; and the selected time period is from 2002 to 2012, although some data were missing.
First, original dual-frequency GPS phase and pseudo-range data from the 21 selected sites were preprocessed by removing gross errors and then detecting and repairing cycle slips using Melbourne-Wuebbena linear combinations, geometry-free linear combinations, and ionosphere-free linear combinations (for more details, refer to [40] [41] [42] [43] [44] ). Then, we calculated the ROT along the signal paths (epoch by epoch), which allowed us to obtain the corresponding TEC fluctuation index ROTI. Finally, we compared and analyzed the characteristics and regional differences in TEC fluctuations among the 21 GNSS tracking sites. 
Results and Discussion
In this section, we analyze and discuss the characteristics of TEC fluctuations over China during a solar cycle-the 11-year pattern from 2002 to 2012. First, 8 October 2003 (when there is an obvious ionospheric scintillation phenomenon) was selected as an example for demonstrating in detail the application of ROTI indices, and the spatial distribution characteristics of the ionospheric pierce point (IPP) were further analyzed according to the ROTI value of this day. Then, the temporal analysis results of ROTI at the QION and WUHN sites were taken as typical examples to illustrate the temporal variation characteristics of different latitudinal regions over China. Finally, to further investigate the characteristics of TEC fluctuations related to irregular ionospheric activities over China, the daily occurrence ratios of the TEC fluctuations of the 21 selected sites were further analyzed day by day from 2002 to 2012.
TEC Fluctuation Detection on 8 October 2003
To better show the application of ROTI to detecting ionospheric TEC fluctuations based on both GPS observation data from the QION site in Hainan provided by Crustal Movement Observation Network of China (CMONOC) and the ionospheric scintillation data from the FUKE site in Hainan provided by the Space Environment Monitoring Network of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, the time period was selected as 8 October 2003, which was during an obvious occurrence of scintillation in Hainan over the lower latitudes of China. QION is the GNSS tracking site nearest to the FUKE monitoring site, at a distance of less than 100 km, so the difference in ionospheric irregular activities between these sites may be considered slight. 
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Spatial Distribution Analysis of ROTI over China on 8 October 2003
Based on the ROTI analysis over China during the occurrence of ionospheric scintillation on 8 
Based on the ROTI analysis over China during the occurrence of ionospheric scintillation on 8 October 2003, Figure 4 shows the spatial distribution of all IPP according to certain TEC fluctuation conditions along the propagating paths of all observed GPS signals from each site. To weaken the impact of the single-layer hypothesis on IPP as much as possible, a cut-off elevation angle of 30 • is selected for IPP extraction in this section. As demonstrated in Figure 4 , the spatial distribution of moderate or strong TEC fluctuations satisfying ROTI ≥ 0.5 is mainly located south of Guangdong, and very few TEC fluctuations are observed in other regions. The above phenomenon might be closely related to the physical phenomena of irregular ionospheric activities, such as equatorial plasma bubbles induced by ionospheric scintillation, which might be affected by solar flares, geomagnetic storms, atmospheric waves and solar wind structures. Figure 5 shows the time series of ROTI by day of year (DOY) at the QION site during 2012. The results show that most of the TEC fluctuations occurred during spring and autumn (equinox months) and that TEC fluctuations rarely occurred during summer and winter. Additionally, the daily occurrence of TEC fluctuations during the equinox months demonstrated obvious randomness, which makes it difficult to forecast irregular ionospheric activities (as described in Figure 5 ). Figure  6 shows the time series of ROTI in UT for all of the observed GPS satellites at the QION site in each season in 2012. Our results show that the TEC fluctuations mainly occurred between 7 p.m. LT (premidnight) and 3 a.m. LT (post-midnight) during the spring and autumn, primarily in the premidnight hours. The TEC fluctuations were much weaker during summer and winter than they were during spring and autumn. The weak TEC fluctuations in the summer mainly occurred during the nighttime. Interestingly, during the winter, the occurrence of weak TEC fluctuations could be observed not only at night but also during the day. The variations in the temporal characteristics of the TEC fluctuations over the Hainan region coincide with those of previous investigations of seasonand nighttime-dependent variations in ionospheric scintillation characteristics over the north crest of the equatorial anomaly region in China's lower latitudes. Figure 5 shows the time series of ROTI by day of year (DOY) at the QION site during 2012. The results show that most of the TEC fluctuations occurred during spring and autumn (equinox months) and that TEC fluctuations rarely occurred during summer and winter. Additionally, the daily occurrence of TEC fluctuations during the equinox months demonstrated obvious randomness, which makes it difficult to forecast irregular ionospheric activities (as described in Figure 5 ). Figure 6 shows the time series of ROTI in UT for all of the observed GPS satellites at the QION site in each season in 2012. Our results show that the TEC fluctuations mainly occurred between 7 p.m. LT (pre-midnight) and 3 a.m. LT (post-midnight) during the spring and autumn, primarily in the pre-midnight hours. The TEC fluctuations were much weaker during summer and winter than they were during spring and autumn. The weak TEC fluctuations in the summer mainly occurred during the nighttime. Interestingly, during the winter, the occurrence of weak TEC fluctuations could be observed not only at night but also during the day. The variations in the temporal characteristics of the TEC fluctuations over the Hainan region coincide with those of previous investigations of season-and nighttime-dependent variations in ionospheric scintillation characteristics over the north crest of the equatorial anomaly region in China's lower latitudes. Similar to Figure 5 , Figure 7 shows the time series of ROTI by DOY at the WHUN site. The intensity of TEC fluctuations was significantly weaker at WUHN than at QION. Unlike QION, most of the TEC fluctuations over WUHN were observed in the spring, summer, and autumn. However, TEC fluctuations were only rarely observed during the winter. Thus, in contrast to QION, the seasondependent characteristics of TEC fluctuations over WUHN were significantly weaker. Moreover, the daily occurrence of TEC fluctuations demonstrated obvious randomness over WUHN. Figure 8 shows the distribution of TEC fluctuations (in UT) derived from all of the observed GPS satellites at the WHUN site during each season of 2012. Compared with the QION site, the LT time-dependent characteristics of the TEC fluctuations were weak and occasionally disappeared entirely during each season. This indicates that the occurrence of TEC fluctuations ceased to be a nighttime phenomenon. Similar to Figure 5 , Figure 7 shows the time series of ROTI by DOY at the WHUN site. The intensity of TEC fluctuations was significantly weaker at WUHN than at QION. Unlike QION, most of the TEC fluctuations over WUHN were observed in the spring, summer, and autumn. However, TEC fluctuations were only rarely observed during the winter. Thus, in contrast to QION, the seasondependent characteristics of TEC fluctuations over WUHN were significantly weaker. Moreover, the daily occurrence of TEC fluctuations demonstrated obvious randomness over WUHN. Similar to Figure 5 , Figure 7 shows the time series of ROTI by DOY at the WHUN site. The intensity of TEC fluctuations was significantly weaker at WUHN than at QION. Unlike QION, most of the TEC fluctuations over WUHN were observed in the spring, summer, and autumn. However, TEC fluctuations were only rarely observed during the winter. Thus, in contrast to QION, the season-dependent characteristics of TEC fluctuations over WUHN were significantly weaker. Moreover, the daily occurrence of TEC fluctuations demonstrated obvious randomness over WUHN. 
Temporal Variation Analysis of ROTI at the QION and WUHN Sites

Daily Occurrence Ratio of TEC Fluctuations from 2002 to 2012
Typically, TEC fluctuations satisfying ROTI 0.5 ≥ indicate the occurrence of irregular ionospheric activities relevant to ionospheric scintillation [22] . In this study, we wanted to conduct a more in-depth quantitative analysis of the intensity of ionospheric disturbances and their occurrence ratio over China. As such, we based our analysis on the original ROTI value, which requires that the standard level of TEC fluctuations be preliminarily divided into three groups: weak if 0.25 ROTI 0. 
Typically, TEC fluctuations satisfying ROTI ≥ 0.5 indicate the occurrence of irregular ionospheric activities relevant to ionospheric scintillation [22] . In this study, we wanted to conduct a more in-depth quantitative analysis of the intensity of ionospheric disturbances and their occurrence ratio over China. As such, we based our analysis on the original ROTI value, which requires that the standard level of TEC fluctuations be preliminarily divided into three groups: weak if 0.25 ≤ ROTI < 0.5; moderate if 0.5 ≤ ROTI < 1; and strong if ROTI ≥ 1. The daily occurrence ratio is the ratio of the TEC fluctuation epoch numbers to all of the observed epoch numbers within one day. Figure 9 clearly indicates that strong TEC fluctuations that satisfy ROTI 1 ≥ occurred mainly during the spring and autumn over most of the lower-latitude regions in southern China. Of those sites satisfying the strong ROTI requirements, the equinox characteristics in ionospheric disturbances were most significant at the YONG and QION sites. Equinox characteristics in ionospheric disturbances became slightly weaker at the GUAN, KMIN, XIAM, and XIAG sites, which is consistent with typical ionospheric scintillation characteristics over the north crest of the equatorial anomaly region in southern China. Significantly, the weakening of equinox characteristics in TEC fluctuations is related to not only the location but also the duration of solar activity during periods of high and low intensity. However, concurrent with the gradual weakening of equinox characteristics of TEC fluctuations, summer characteristics of TEC fluctuations gradually emerged at sites such as LUZH, WUHN, ZHNZ, and XIAA during the years of lower solar activity. The above phenomenon indicates that the weakening of equinox characteristics corresponds to the emergence of summer characteristics over southern China. The reason for the occurrence of TEC fluctuations during the June solstice over most of central China might be closely related to sporadic-E (Es) activity and medium-scale traveling ionospheric disturbances (MSTIDs) [45] [46] [47] . Additionally, the strong TEC fluctuation satisfying ROTI 1 ≥ became increasingly rare with increasing latitude for all of the sites north of the LUZH site. Moreover, sites located in the higher mid-latitude areas, such as SUIY and HLAR, demonstrated weak or nonexistent summer characteristics in TEC fluctuations. Figure 9 clearly indicates that strong TEC fluctuations that satisfy ROTI ≥ 1 occurred mainly during the spring and autumn over most of the lower-latitude regions in southern China. Of those sites satisfying the strong ROTI requirements, the equinox characteristics in ionospheric disturbances were most significant at the YONG and QION sites. Equinox characteristics in ionospheric disturbances became slightly weaker at the GUAN, KMIN, XIAM, and XIAG sites, which is consistent with typical ionospheric scintillation characteristics over the north crest of the equatorial anomaly region in southern China. Significantly, the weakening of equinox characteristics in TEC fluctuations is related to not only the location but also the duration of solar activity during periods of high and low intensity. However, concurrent with the gradual weakening of equinox characteristics of TEC fluctuations, summer characteristics of TEC fluctuations gradually emerged at sites such as LUZH, WUHN, ZHNZ, and XIAA during the years of lower solar activity. The above phenomenon indicates that the weakening of equinox characteristics corresponds to the emergence of summer characteristics over southern China. The reason for the occurrence of TEC fluctuations during the June solstice over most of central China might be closely related to sporadic-E (Es) activity and medium-scale traveling ionospheric disturbances (MSTIDs) [45] [46] [47] . Additionally, the strong TEC fluctuation satisfying ROTI ≥ 1 became increasingly rare with increasing latitude for all of the sites north of the LUZH site. Moreover, sites located in the higher mid-latitude areas, such as SUIY and HLAR, demonstrated weak or nonexistent summer characteristics in TEC fluctuations.
Conclusions
In this study, we investigated and analyzed the features of TEC fluctuations and their regional differences over China during a solar cycle, the 11-year pattern from 2002 to 2012. We utilized ROTI for the measurement of TEC fluctuations and correlated the measurements with irregular ionospheric activities (based on dual-frequency GPS data from 21 tracking stations provided by CMONC).
Our main conclusions are as follows.
(1) Strong TEC fluctuations were usually observed over low-latitude southern China and took on typical variations in temporal characteristics. Moreover, strong TEC fluctuations mainly occurred at night in the equinox months, especially during the years of higher solar activity. This phenomenon is consistent with the ionospheric scintillation characteristics over southern China.
(2) We observed that the intensity of equinox characteristics of TEC fluctuations weakened or disappeared entirely as the summer characteristics of TEC fluctuations gradually emerged. This is especially evident with increases in latitude, such as at the LUZH and WUHN sites, particularly during the years of lower solar activity. Under the above conditions, the occurrence of TEC fluctuations over China's mid-latitude regions is no longer restricted to nighttime but might also occur during the daytime.
(3) With respect to the lower mid-latitude regions of China, ionospheric TEC fluctuations mainly occur during the summer, such as at the ZHNZ site. Nevertheless, season-dependent variations in the characteristics of TEC fluctuations were rarely observed at the higher mid-latitude regions of northern China, such as at the SUIY and HLAR sites. Additionally, our results revealed that the season-dependent characteristics of TEC fluctuations weaken or disappear with increases in latitude. Relevant discussions of this phenomenon are still relatively rare, so our results contribute to the development of a more in-depth understanding of irregular ionospheric activities, specifically the characteristics and features that occur over China.
